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Abstract 
This study focuses on the problem of the process of development and affirmation of the competence of autonomous 
academic learning. We hereby try to demonstrate that the elaboration and application of an intervention program is 
able to determine desirable changes regarding students’ level of conception, as well as their practice level, as far as 
the academic learning is concerned, having effects on the progressive affirmation and emphasis of autonomy. 
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1. Introduction 
Learning how to learn raises the students’ responsibility of accepting the leading role in their own 
learning process. Awareness and active involvement in their own learning process requires the students’ 
ability of learning how to learn. Organising a pedagogical support environment, which allows the students 
to learn from their mistakes, to gradually develop their self-direction and cognitive self-management 
abilities, is an essential condition. This scientific endeavour is both centered on the presentation of 
theoretical aspects as well as on the underlining of practical and applied implications of the presented 
subjects.
The constructivist perspective on learning, promoting the idea of building knowledge with the help of  
the inner individual resources, was the base of our theoretical concept and of our experiment.(Joita, 
2010). Taking as a starting point the problematic of self-directed learning, we have relied on and adapted 
to our work a series of theses extracted from the systemic and constructivist theory of H. Siebert from 
* Corresponding author. Tel.: +4-025-142-2567; fax: +4-025-142-2567. 
E-mail address: mihaela_tefan@yahoo.com. 
 2 ublished by Elsevier B.V. Selection and/or p er-review under resp nsibility of PSIWORLD2011
Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
244  Mihaela tefan et al. / Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences 33 (2012) 243 – 247M. Stefan et al. / Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences 00 (2011) 000–000 
which we mention the following: Self-directed learning emphasizes on the acquisition, not the 
transmission of knowledge; Self-directed learning is an activity based on self-responsibility; Self-
direction is a cognitive and emotional process (Siebert, 2001). 
In this research, we believe that autonomous learning is an ongoing, rather dynamic process, 
responsible for the „educational interventions” (Candy, 1991), and not a static product. Moreover, that 
which  governs  this  study  is  the  belief  that  „in  order  to  help  the  students  assume  a  greater  control  over  
their own learning process, it is important that we help them become aware of and identify the strategies 
which they are already using or which they could use” (Ramos, 1991 apud Garrett, 1991, p.198). We 
believe that in order to support them in developing self-direction, we must take into consideration the 
development of self-regulation abilities. From this point of view, for the outlining of our hypotheses we 
have taken into consideration some reference ideas from the scholarly literature, for example D. 
Schunk’s, model, that includes within self-regulation the 3 components: a) self-observation, self-
monitoring; b) self-judgment; c) self-reaction; d) self-attitude (Schunk, 1996). 
2. Purpose of study and objectives 
The pursued objective in the experimental stage was  the making and implementation of a formative 
intervention program centered on: a) the development of metacognitive abilities which allow for the self-
management of cognitive resources; b) the attitudinal/motivational support through developing the 
students’ trust in their own self-actualization ability. We present below the criteria and indicators taken 
into consideration for the purpose of testing the hypotheses which have guided us in our research and 
analysis and of the data interpretation. 
Taking as a starting point the conviction that the student as a future reflexive practicing teacher is 
aware of his own evolution both through participating in the self-image transformation as well as through 
a self-regulation of the learning process (Perrenoud, 2006) and  underlining the idea that in the 
autonomous learning process the emphasis is placed on individuality and responsibility, and efficiency is 
determined by the student’s ability to make personal decisions regarding planning, self-direction and 
reflection on the own learning process, we outline a general hypothesis: The making and the 
implementation of  an intervention program may cause desirable changes both at the concept level as 
well as at the level of student practice regarding academic learning, having effects in the assertion and 
the progressive emphasizing of the autonomy. From this general hypothesis have resulted the following 
particular hypotheses: 1) If the professor helps students develop their cognitive and metacognitive 
capacities, by training, then they will manifest a participation behavior in the didactic activity and 
engagement behavior in task solving by: participation as the student’s initiative, immediate commitment 
task solving without assistance, giving in the same time more accurate, justified and creative answers ; 2) 
If the professor helps students understand the importance of autonomy in fulfilling the learning goals and 
encourage them to develop a higher self-esteem then they will have an improved level of intrinsic 
motivation, better self-concept and a positive attitude. 
Table 1. Criteria and indicators for hypothesis validation 
Criterion nr. 1: Participation behavior in the didactic activity and engagement behavior in task solving:   
Indicator 1.1: participation as the student’s initiative 
Indicator 1.2: immediate commitment (without delay) 
Indicator 1.3: task solving without assistance 
Criterion nr.2: Cognitive and metacognitive acquisitions 
Indicator 2.1: Capturing the essence of various approached subjects/problems 
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Indicator 2.2: critical thinking: the accurate and concise expression of personal ideas, the justification thereof through the   
construction of accurate arguments  
Indicator 2.3: creative thinking : the creative assembling of studied aspects into an integrating vision; resorting to alternatives in the 
respective approach 
Indicator 2.4: reflexive-metacognitive thinking: outlining profound reflections regarding the own mental process (the steps 
undertaken, difficulties encountered, strategies adopted). 
3. Methodology 
The experimental sample group comprised 810 students (405 in the experimental group and 405 in the 
control group) enrolled in the psychopedagogical module-DPPD, University of Craiova, year I, II and III 
from various faculties (Language Studies – English – 38%, Biology – 18%  and Law – 44%). In order to 
ensure the homogenization, equalization of focus groups we have also resorted to the matched pair design 
procedure: each subject from the experimental group corresponds to another from the control group with 
approximately the same characteristics. The sample had the following age intervals:  18-21 years old (417 
subjects), 22-25 years old (303 subjects), over 25 years old (90 subjects). According to gender criterion, 
the sample had 584 women and 226 men. 
The experiment undergone is a classic one, ensuring from the beginning identical conditions between 
the two focus groups (experimental and control), a natural one, as the challenge of changes was exerted 
in the natural usual educational context (the student class/group), and judging on the number of students 
involved it is a collective experiment.   
The independent variable of this research was: the educational program for the development of the 
autonomous learning ability. The experimental program unfolded over 2 semesters and comprised several 
activities: a) initiation activities in the theoretical aspects of the experiment; b) applicative activities; c) 
consultancy activities (group or individual). The dependent variables, regarding the products of 
independent academic learning, are the following: a) cognitive and metacognitive capacities; b) intrinsic 
motivation for knowledge, accompanied by heightened self-esteem. 
For measuring the cognitive and metacogitive acquisitions we used an evaluation sample that included 
4 items designed to assess the targeted capacities. These capacities were formulated by discussing first 
with the students, experts and by documentation in the pedagogical literature. The behavioral changes 
were measured with an observation grid using the indicators presented in Table 1. Finally, for measuring 
the motivational and attitudinal changes we used a questionnaire. The questionnaire and evaluation 
sample were applied in both pretest and posttest phase and the observation grid was used at every 
meeting. 
The main statistical analysis procedures used were: Independent-Sample T-test and Paired –Samples 
T-test, Bravais-Pearson correlation coefficient, mean, frequency, standard deviation. 
4. Results 
Mainly, regarding the level of cognitive and metacognitive development, we have ascertained the 
following: 
x In the posttest stage, between the experimental and the control group, significant differences were 
recorded for all indicators undergoing analysis: analytic thinking, creative thinking, critical thinking, 
reflexive-metacognitive thinking; the values of t(405), on the significance threshold p < 0.01 are : 3.42 
-item 1; 4.63 - item 2; 4.54 - item3; 5.68 - item 5, which means that the difference between averages is 
statistically significant. Thus, the students from the control focus group have obtained significantly 
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lower results on the evaluation test, as compared to the subjects of the experimental group, following 
the intervention program. 
x For the experimental group, the results of the evaluation test are better in the posttest stage, as 
compared to the pretest stage, the inference tests revealing significant differences; 
x For the control group, the results of the evaluation test are higher in the posttest stage for all the 
aspects evaluated, but the differences do not have any statistical relevance. 
Table 2. The average values for the evaluation test regarding the level of  (meta)cognitive acquisitions in the posttest stage 
Focus group The essence of 
approached issues 
The expression of personal ideas, the 
justification thereof through the 
construction of accurate arguments 
The creative 
assembling  of 
studied aspects 
Reflexive - 
metacognitive 
thinking 
Exp. G posttest 17.72 18.05 22.67 22.99 
Control  G posttest 13.08 12.38 14.72 13.77 
Table 3. The results of inferential processing for the experimental group 
The essence of 
approached issues 
Creative thinking Critical thinking Reflexive- 
metacognitive thinking 
T test 3.42 4.63 4.54 5.68 
P < 0.01 < 0.01 < 0.01 < 0.01 
The homogeneity of values between the two groups in the pretest stage can guarantee for the fact that 
the results subsequently obtained during the posttest stage are due to the experimental intervention. Thus:  
x participation and active and effective engaging of students/trainees is determined by the training 
methodology; using methods based on the development of cognitive and metacognitive abilities has as 
a result the gradual assertion of autonomy, of initiative; 
x the highest direct correlation coefficient between the posttest results and the student’s initiative 
increases gradually from year to year: year I - r=0.62, p<0.01; year II - r=0.72, p<0.01; year III - 
r=0.82, at the same significance threshold. It seems that in time, the experimental program proves its 
efficiency even more. One more argument would be the psychological maturation of the subjects; 
x the student’s initiative evidently leads to fewer and fewer demands from the teacher: the Bravais-
Pearson correlation coefficient underlines a significant indirect correlation, between the posttest results 
and the teacher’s demand: year I - r=- 0.76, p<0.01; year II - r =-0.79, p<0.01; year III - r= -0.84, 
P<0.01;
x the posttest results are significantly more strongly correlated in the case of the 4 year series with 
approximately all observational indicators: the correlation coefficient between the academic results 
and student initiative: the 4 year-series: r=0.75, p<0.0, 3-year series: r=0.65, p<0.01; the correlation 
coefficient between academic results and the immediate task solving: the 4-year series: r=0.75, 
p<0.01- the 3-year series: r=0.65, p<0.01; the correlation coefficient between academic results and 
solving all task aspects without assistance: the 4-year series: r =0.88, p<0.0;  the 3-year series: r=0.85, 
p<0.01;
5. Discussion 
The results offer several landmarks for all the people interested in the improvement of educational 
process in university education and in the students’ permanent education. We encountered some 
247Mihaela tefan et al. / Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences 33 (2012) 243 – 247M. Stefan et al. / Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences 00 (2011) 000–000 
difficulties in the first part of the study, especially in determining the context of research, because 
independent learning represents learning on your own, including formal education but also informal 
education activities, some of them realized at home and thus, being difficult to measure. Other limit is 
that our study didn’t cover all the range of factors and dimensions on which autonomous learning is 
based. Because the autonomous academic learning has a large conceptual sphere, we decided to analyze it 
only as independent learning in the usual educational settings: courses and seminars. Other limit is related 
to the relevance of the results obtained from the research. In the given conditions, the sample wasn’t 
representative at national level because the experimental design requested an intervention in the 
educational process, in natural conditions and because the experimental program was very complex, with 
interventions on many dimensions, and it would have been necessary a previously conducted training and 
also a large effort and involvement on behalf of the professors. The research instrument should be further 
developed, diversified and completed in order to capture better the evolution of the studied phenomena.   
6. Conclusions 
We may conclude that implementing an intervention program based on self-directed learning leads to 
the optimization of instructive-educational activity and to the gradual assertion of students’ learning 
autonomy, to cognitive and metacognitive processes, to modifications regarding the participation 
behavior in the didactic activity and the engagement behavior in task resolution, modifications at the self-
esteem and intrinsic motivation level. 
References 
Candy, P.C. (1991). Self-direction for lifelong learning. San Francisco: Jossey - Bass.
James, C., Garrett, P. (1991). Language Awareness in the Classroom. London: Longman 
JoiĠa, E. (2010).  Metodologia educaĠiei. Schimbări de paradigmă, Iaúi: Institutul European. 
Perrenoud, Ph. (2006), La universitat entre la transmissió de coneixements i el desenvolupament de competències. Quaderns de 
docència universitària, 5, 27-52. 
Schunk, D.H. (1996). Goal and self-evaluative influences during children's cognitive skill learning. American Educational Research 
Journal, 33, 359–382. 
Siebert, H. (2001). Pedagogie constructivistă, Ia i: Institutul European. 
